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This thesis is an analytical study of the reflections of melancholy 
in the plays of the Irish dramatist John Millington Synge. These reflec¬ 
tions take the form of two principal themes: loneliness, which dominates 
the general atmosphere of his drama, and the death of the young and the 
decay of beauty. Such thematic concerns do not occur casually but are, 
in fact, a reflection of Synge's own private melancholy. 
Chapter I discusses the Irish dramatic movement, the establishing 
of the Abbey Theater, and Synge's contribution to the Irish theater. 
Chapter II presents an essential biographical background, focusing 
mainly on Synge's religious and emotional experiences. These experiences 
to a large extent colored his life with a sense of depression and loneli¬ 
ness. His rejection of Christianity, for example, created a barrier 
between him and his community, while his failure to establish a lasting 
relationship that could end in marriage deepened his sense of isolation. 
Chapter III discusses chiefly the problem of loneliness as represented 
in the following plays: In the Shadow of the Glen. The Well of the 
Saints. and The Playboy of the Western World. The mood of loneliness 
is so strong in these plays that it seems as if it is Synge's message 
to the world. Chapter IV discusses the theme of the destruction of youth 
2 
and beauty as shown in The Tinker's Wedding. Riders to the Sea, and 
Deirdre of the Sorrows, a theme linked causally to Synge's failing 
health and his increasing sense of his own mortality. Chapter V is a 
conclusion summarizing the principal ideas of the thesis, together with 
a brief evaluation of Synge's dramatic universe and its association with 
modern drama. 
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Synge and the Irish Dramatic Movement 
The rise of modern drama is associated with the influence of Ibsen 
Strindberg, and Cheknov, who made realism and naturalism important on 
the modern stage. A new drama requires, of course, a new theater, and 
the new theater was born by the last decade of the nineteenth century. 
Yeats is considered the center of the Irish modern movement in 
theater. In his youth, Yeats was a romanticist and belonged to the lit 
erary generation of the eighteen-nineties which exalted "art for art's 
sake" in reaction to realism in art and naturalism in society. Yeats 
was influenced in this regard also by the French symbolists, particu¬ 
larly Paul Verlaine the poet, and Maurice Maeterlinck the prime sym¬ 
bolist among dramatists. Furthermore, he owed a debt of influence to 
Arthur Symon, who was "John the Baptist of the modernists." Through 
Symon, Yeats made his first personal contact with the people of the 
European avant-garde.* 
Yeats's enthusiasm for an Irish theater won the support of the so¬ 
cially prominent Lady Gregory and her neighbor Edward Martyn. Yeats 
also attracted the support of novelist George Moore, and the National 
Theater Society, or the Abbey Theater as it was generally called later, 
was bom in Dublin, 1899 with the help of Yeats, Edward Martyn, George 
Ï 
Katherine Worth, The Irish Drama from Yeats to Beckett (Atlantic 
Highland, N. J.: Humanities Press Inc., 1978), pp. 3-6. 
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Moore and Lady Gregory. In the same year, it occurred to Yeats that one 
young Irishman was, particularly, a genius who needed to be unfolded, 
and that was John Millington Synge.* 
It is worthwhile to mention that the Irish drama was brought to life 
by people who were not, when they began the movement, active dramatists. 
They were young men full of ideals who had read drama, thought about it 
and discussed it more than they had practiced it. Moore, for example, 
had a good outfit of theories, Martyn was inspired by the continental 
theatrical standards and by the nobility and severity of Ibsen's art. 
All believed in simplicity, naturalness and economy in acting and setting. 
Yeats, beyond that, believed in the virtue of remoteness, in the setting 
and acting of heroic or poetic plays. All resisted steadily any attempt 
to interfere with their policy whether from above or from below; they 
also refused to lower their standards to a possible box-office success.^ 
After the first flush of the literary movement, however, Yeats be¬ 
came almost a dual personality. As a man of affairs, he became increas¬ 
ingly involved in the practical destinies of his country. In addition, 
he was one of the greatest poets of the English language. He did not 
achieve such position as a playwright, but the fact is that the Abbey 
Theater soon became a European theater. As a romantic, he wanted a 
theater which would capture the poetic spirit of Ireland's glorious 
1 
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past 
There was from the first in his ideal of his plays a desire for 
remoteness, for that distance from actuality and nearness to imaginative 
reality. Yeats began in the belief that the experience of the living 
imagination could only be revealed in a language that had not been con¬ 
taminated by the daily newspaper and the cheap press. His aim was to 
give real image of the life of the people, to give them a natural pleas¬ 
ure: 
Our movement is a return to the people. . . . The play 
that is to give them a quite natural pleasure tells them 
either of their own life, or of that life of poetry where 
every man can see his own image, because there alone does 
human nature escape from arbitrary conditions. ... If you 
would enoble the man of the roads you must write about the 
roads, or about the people of romance, or about great his¬ 
torical people.^ 
One of the writers Yeats retrieved from foreign capitals turned out 
to be the Abbey's greatest playwright. John Millington Synge was in 
Paris beginning a study of the French symbolist poets when Yeats per¬ 
suaded him to return to Ireland and write about the Irish rural life. 
Synge is the outstanding poetic dramatist of the movement. His 
achievement in his short career is essential. Although his work is small 
in compass, it is a substantial rediscovery of major dramatic possibili¬ 
ties. Yeats describes Synge truly: "Synge is invaluable to us because 
he was that kind of intense, narrow personality which necessarily raises 
1 
Gassner, pp. 551-552. 
Ellis-Fermor, pp. 65-66. 
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the whole issue.This means that his work comes closer to achieving 
the assimilation of the Gaelic past which the Irish Renaissance stood 
for perhaps more than any of his contemporaries. 
Una Ellis-Fermor, the Irish critic, considered Synge as the one who 
held most of the elements of the Irish dramatic revival. His genius was 
"unique not because it was different from that of his contemporaries, 
but because he alone fuses their attributes into something rare and per¬ 
fect." Synge also recognized the importance of instilling poetry into 
modern drama, and shaped his poetry out of colloquial speech. Further, 
he chose "what was fundamental in the manners and motives of his people."2 
That is why his comedies are not only local or national but universal. 
In one way, however, Synge was better equipped than Yeats to draw 
from the avant-garde theater of Europe; his musical ear and training 
qualified him to appreciate the Mallarmean concept of music drama, and 
in his own distinctive way to follow it.^ His musicality is one of 
Synge's strong links with Maeterlinck, who, according to Maurice Bour¬ 
geois, was his favorite author.^ He is also closer to Maeterlinck in 
terms of his stress on solitariness. It asserts itself in the midst of 
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his crowded scenes; through them runs a terrible realization that "I was 
born lonesome, and I'll be lonesome always." 
In Synge's world, modern themes dominate the general atmosphere of 
the plays. The feeling of loneliness of men and women in their own en¬ 
vironment, and the simple, cruel facts of physical life (not the excep¬ 
tional events, but the ordinary ones of sickness, aging and death), are 
the major aspects of Synge's drama. "There's one sorrow has no end 
surely, that's being old and lonesome," is a recurring melody in all of 
Synge's plays. 
This study intends to present an analysis of melancholy in Synge's 
plays. Synge has written mainly six plays, one of them incomplete. 
Behind these plays there is a feeling of loneliness; a desire for human 
companionship, compounded by another related theme: the destruction of 
youth and beauty. Such feelings make up the most dominant themes of 
his drama. 
The problem of loneliness is reflected most clearly in In The Shadow 
of the Glen. The Well of the Saints, and The Playboy of the Western 
World. Sometimes, loneliness becomes the main conflict of the play. 
The Shadow of the Glen, for example, portrays Nora Burke's struggle 
against loneliness and against the routine life of her husband, Dan Burke. 
She wants to live the life she likes; to have companions to talk with; in 
other words, to break the shackles of her community. The treatment of 
loneliness in The Well of the Saints is complicated and heightened by 
being blended with the portrayal of blindness and illusion. Two blind 
beggars, Martin and Mary Doul, get their sight back by the help of a holy 
saint, but when they see themselves ugly, they make up their minds to go 
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back to their own world; the world of blindness where they can live and 
share the illusion together that they are beautiful. In The Playboy of 
the Western World, loneliness becomes the motivation and basis of the 
plot. Christy Mahon kills his father and conceives his suffering in 
terras of loneliness before his transformation to a mature man. 
The other principal theme in Synge's drama is closely connected 
with the theme of loneliness: the destruction of youth and beauty. The 
Tinker's Wedding embodies a vision of beauty and its decay. Sarah Casey 
expresses a fear of getting old and losing her beauty. The fear of 
being left alone leads old Mary to wreck Sarah's plan of getting married. 
The tragedy in Riders to the Sea is not, of course, the inevitability of 
death; death is taken for granted. The tragedy is rather that the young 
go before the old in this community. There is nothing for Maurya to do 
but sit and wait for the sea to strike again and again till she has lost 
all her sons. The presence of death is heavy in Deirdre of the Sorrows, 
which shows the extremely melancholy tragedy of the young lovers, Deidre 
and Naisi, who stand together against the tyranny and arrogance of King 
Conchubor. 
My approach in discussing these reflections of melancholy depends 
largely on the analysis of each play separately, while attempting to 
explain the cause and effect behind the motivation of every major char¬ 
acter. Some of the plays, as we will see, deal with the problem of 
loneliness, while others express an emphasis upon the destruction of 
youth and beauty. However, before analyzing the plays, it is necessary 
to examine the main facts of Synge's life. First, Synge rejected Chris¬ 
tianity in a community where religion was still strong and effective. 
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That is why he became, upon this rejection, an alien among his family and 
his community. Second, his emotional life was unstable; he was invari¬ 
ably rejected by the women he loved and proposed to marry, because of 
both his beliefs and his lack of understanding of women. This unaccep¬ 
tance of the family's doctrine and the emotional frustration colored his 
life with a sense of depression and loneliness. The word "lonesome" is 
repeated so many times in his plays that it seems as if it is Synge's 
message to the world. 
CHAPTER II 
BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND OF J. M. SYNGE 
John Millington Synge was born on April 16, 1871 at Rathfarnham, 
near Dublin. The history of the Synge family goes back to the days of 
Henry VIII, when one of the Synge family members managed to evoke royal 
admiration for his singing in the court.^ They were a devout Protestant 
family, producing five bishops and a large number of clergymen and mis¬ 
sionaries over the years since the first Synge came to Ireland in the 
seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century, the Synges intermar¬ 
ried with the well-to-do Hatch family, and thus acquired large estates 
in Wicklow, Meath and Dublin. When John was born, these estates, though 
somewhat diminished, were large enough to dominate the moral horizon of 
the family and to affect the choice of profession for the sons. Robert, 
for example, Synge's eldest brother, at first managed and then owned 
estates in Argentina. The second son, Edward, became a land agent, 
first for the family estates in Wicklow, then later for the Lord Gor- 
manstown. Samuel, the third son, entered the church and became a mis¬ 
sionary in China. Their sister Annie married Harry Stephens, a young 
solicitor. And finally, their father, John Hatch Synge, was a lawyer 
who specialized in land conveyance. Everybody seems to have a leading 
role except John.^ 
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Protestantism was also the creed of the female line of John Synge's 
ancestry. His mother was the daughter of Robert Traill, who was known 
for his passionate zealotry in the evangelical movement, and his mother 
inherited all that fanaticism; she thought poetry, playgoing, and 
peasant agitation all equally works of the devil.* 
Seemingly, what characterizes the Synge family is their interest in 
property rights, compounded by a devoted faith in Protestantism. Such 
an atmosphere made it difficult for one who tried to deviate from the 
family tradition. Mrs. Synge brought up her children--Robert, Edward, 
Annie, Samuel, and John--as firm believers in property rights, religion, 
and the British Crown. All accepted her teaching except her youngest 
son, John, who stood against it. 
When her husband died of smallpox in 1872, Mrs. Synge moved to live 
next door to her widowed mother. There she began to preach her father's 
doctrines of sin and damnation to her children. Lacking a father from 
the age of one makes one inevitably dependent upon one's mother. As a 
child, John was a sickly boy, much troubled by asthma, which made his 
attending school rather difficult if not impossible. At last, he was 
taught by a private tutor who visited him three times a week. His summer 
holidays provided for him little opportunity for communicating with chil¬ 
dren of different backgrounds. Though he was a sickly boy, none of his 
illness seems to have been very severe; however, it made him depressed. 
He says about that: 
This ill health led to a curious resolution which has 
explained in some measure all my subsequent evolution. 
1 
Ibid., p . 9 . 
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Without working, or as far as I can remember hearing any¬ 
thing about doctrines of heredity I surmised that un¬ 
healthy parents should have unhealthy children--my rabbit 
breeding may have put the idea into my head. Therefore, 
I said I am unhealthy and if I marry I will have un¬ 
healthy children. But I will never create beings to suf¬ 
fer as I am suffering, so I will never marry. I do not 
know how old I was when I came to this decision, but I 
was between thirteen and fifteen and it caused me horrible 
misery .*■ 
Synge's life was greatly influenced by his bigoted mother, who had 
a profound effect upon him. When he was fourteen, he regarded questions 
of faith as matters of life and death. He had been taught the virtue of 
an honest search for truth. His mother used to tell him that the Pro¬ 
testant faith is free from all superstitions. At that time, John was 
reading natural science, and his research seemed to be disclosing facts 
contrary to his faith. He saw that if he arrived at the logical con¬ 
clusions of Darwin's argument, he would be faced not only with religious 
difficulties, but also with outraged resentment from almost everyone he 
knew. 
Though he was not suffering from a definite sickness, he was still 
far from being robust. His nervous energy was absorbed by mental con¬ 
flicts. And to make things worse, he was not allowed to go to school, 
which gave him an impression that he was invalid, and filled his mind 
with morbid thoughts. He wrote in a series of autobiographical notes 
talking about his mother's indoctrination: 
I was painfully timid and while still very young the 
idea of Hell took a fearful hold on me. One night I 
thought I was irretrievably damned and cried myself to 
sleep in vain yet terrified efforts to form a conception 
1 
Andrew Carpenter, ed.. My Uncle John (London: Oxford University 
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of eternal pain. In the morning I renewed my lamentation 
and my mother was sent for. She comforted me with the 
assurance that the Holy Ghost was convincing me of sin 
and thus preparing me for ultimate salvation. This was a 
new idea I rather approved.*- 
In spite of the comfort he got at that time, his fears did not entirely 
vanish. He confessed frankly in his notes that: "Religion remained a 
difficulty and occasional terror to me for many years. 
John's isolation from the outside world was partly broken in Decem¬ 
ber, 1885, when he joined the newly formed Dublin Naturalists' Field 
Club. Most of the members of the club were distinguished scientists, or 
elderly amateurs, while John was still too young to take active part in 
their meetings. Nevertheless, he attended many lectures on various 
aspects of natural history, which had a remarkable impact on his general 
education. Later on, his study of natural history broadened and took a 
more formal aspect; he began to read and take notes on Charles Waterton's 
"Wanderings in South America." Then, he turned to read Darwin, the one 
who shattered his religious preconceptions. Synge's own account of this 
experience is as follows: 
Before I abandoned science it rendered me an important 
service. When I was about fourteen I obtained a book of 
Darwin's. It opened in my hands at a passage where he asks 
how can we explain the similarity between a man's hand and 
a bird's or a bat's wings except by evolution. I flung the 
book aside and rushed out into the open air—it was summer 
and we were in the country--the sky seemed to have lost its 
blue and the grass its green. I lay down and writhed in an 
agony of doubt and since then I have never doubted and never 
conceived that a sane and wise man or boy could doubt. I 
1 
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had of course heard of atheists but as vague monsters that 
I was unable to realize. My memory does not record how I 
returned home nor how long my misery lasted. I know only 
that I got the book out of my sight till its departure, 
saying to myself logically enough that I was not yet suf¬ 
ficiently advanced in science to weigh his argument, so I 
would do better to reserve his work for future study. In 
a few weeks or days I had regained my composure, but this 
was the beginning. Soon afterwards I turned my attention 
to works of Christian evidence, reading them at first 
with pleasure, soon with doubt and at last in some cases 
with derision. My study of insects had given me a scien¬ 
tific attitude probably a crude one—which did not and 
could not interpret life and nature as I heard from the 
pulpit. By the time I was sixteen or seventeen I had re¬ 
nounced Christianity after a good deal of wobbling, al¬ 
though I do not think I avowed my decision quite so soon. 
I felt a sort of shame in being thought an infidel, a 
term which I have always—and still--used as a reproach. 
For a while I denied everything, then I took to reading 
Carlyle, Stephen and Matthew Arnold, and made myself a 
sort of incredulous belief that illuminated nature and 
lent an object to life without hampering the intellect. 
This story is easily told, but it was a terrible experi¬ 
ence. By it I laid a chasm between my present and my past 
and between myself and my kindred and friends. Till I was 
twenty-three I never met or at least knew a man or woman 
who shared my opinions.^ 
And that is how Synge was forced into a terrible alienation; first by 
his poor health and later by his loss of belief. His attendance at the 
Dublin Naturalists' Field Club was perhaps a kind of relief, an escape 
from his solitude and outlet to a world that might satisfy at least some 
of his inner desires. 
Later on, John M. Synge was obliged to abandon his enthusiasm--the 
study of natural history--and turn his attention to study for the en“ 
trance examination to Trinity College, which he passed without distinc¬ 
tion. Then, he became interested in politics and, in particular, 
Ireland: 
1  
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Soon after I had relinquished the kingdom of God I began to 
take a real interest in the kingdom of Ireland. My poli¬ 
tics went round from a vigorous and unreasoning loyalty to 
a temperate nationalism. Everything Irish became sacred 
. . . and had a charm that was neither human nor divine, 
rather perhaps as if I had fallen in love with a goddess, 
although I had still sense enough not to personify Erin in 
the patriotic verse I now sought to fabricate. Patriotism 
gratifies Man's need for adoration and has therefore a 
peculiar power upon the imaginative sceptic.1 
His mother at this time was much concerned about him, especially, 
his increasing unorthodoxy. She wrote to Robert, his eldest brother, 
expressing her anxiety and her disappointment: "Oh that I could say his 
soul is in health. I hope you pray for him, the only one of my dear 
children a stranger to God." On another occasion, Mrs. Synge told 
Robert about John's life, his misery, and how he became a real burden on 
her heart: 
He leads a queer solitary life, poor little boy. He 
plays his fiddle a great deal and reads and takes a walk. 
I wonder what he will turn into by and by. He is a great 
burden on my heart, but the Lord says, 'cast thy burden 
on me.'2 
Mrs. Synge, then, made up her mind to take further measures against her 
son's extreme thoughts. In the winter of 1889, she chose to cast her 
burden upon her minister. The result of the minister's efforts was, 
however, useless; John at last admitted openly his loss of faith and 
emphasized that he would no longer go through what he called the "hypo¬ 
critical formula" of attending church. His mother was deeply distressed 
and frustrated, and the rest of the family thereafter began to look upon 
1 
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him as an alien. 
In spite of the family's opposition to John's inclination for music, 
he kept on attending lectures in musical theory at the Royal Academy of 
Music. He continued his studies further for three years by studying the 
violin and composition. Later, he committed himself to study Hebrew, 
the Irish language, the ancient literature of Ireland, philosophy and 
political thoughts.*■ 
When Synge was in Paris studying poetry, he met William Butler Yeats 
for the first time on December 21, 1892. Yeats and Maud Gonne were at 
that time busy founding the Irish League to fight for Irish Independence. 
Simultaneously, John was in the mood to become involved in politics. He 
considered himself both a Nationalist and a Socialist. He had read the 
Communist Manifesto and several other works on Socialism and Anarchism. 
And so he began to attend Yeats's meetings until he left Paris. And it 
is assumed that at one of those meetings Yeats advised him to visit the 
Aran Islands and "express a life that has never found expression. 
John was twenty-seven years of age in 1898, the year in which he 
"fled to the Aran Islands to escape the squalor of the poor and the 
nullity of the rich," there to find "among forgotten people a mirror for 
his bitterness."-^ He was no longer an impressionable young man; he had, 
1 
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in fact, undergone most of the significant formative experiences of his 
life, including his first operation for the disease (Hodgkin's disease) 
which was to terminate his short career little more than a decade later. 
Moreover, he acquired before his journey to the Islands the habit of 
isolation--physical, spiritual and social--which enabled him to record 
and evaluate the lives of the people.^ 
Generally speaking, the Aran Islands inspired Synge to a large 
degree; their traditions, their strange and bizarre stories of simpli¬ 
city and natural behavior; and above all, the wildness and humor of the 
Islanders were all astonishing and enchanting. Synge, in fact, was 
moved by the vision of human nature shared by the Islanders, as well as 
by the vitality of their mythology. And that is why his visit to the 
Islands is considered as a remarkable example of how a sudden immersion 
in a new environment converted a man of apparently mediocre talent into 
a man of genius who won worldwide recognition. 
In the background of Synge's plays there is another source of melan¬ 
choly at least as potent as his religious doubts--namely, his thwarted 
emotional life. The emotional life of John Millington Synge was utterly 
disappointing and agonizing. He had met and loved several women, Irish, 
French and German, but he was unable to maintain a lasting relationship. 
His decision not to marry, alluded to above, may be regarded as just a 
teenager's talk. In fact, Synge longed to get married, precisely because 
he was in need of someone to share his emotions and ideas, since he was 
considered as an alien in his own community. Unfortunately, all the 
1 
Skelton, pp. 49-56. 
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women he loved and proposed to rejected him. This experience alone is 
sufficient to depress a young man and turn his life into melancholy and 
chronic morbidity. 
His first love was Cherry Matheson, a girl of his own age. She was 
the daughter of a leader of the Plymouth Brotherhood who used to direct 
the religious activity of the family with vigor and enthusiasm that even 
Mrs. Synge could hardly rival. Cherry was short, plump, quick of gesture, 
the type that Synge favored and found attractive. His affection was re¬ 
turned by her, but the problem was that she was a true believer in her 
father's religion; therefore, she could not, of course, stand the idea 
of marrying a man who was an atheist. John was deeply disturbed and 
frustrated by this rejection, and by the way in which his ideas prevented 
the fulfillment of his emotional needs.*• 
When Mary Synge, an English cousin of his father's and a concert 
pianist, visited his family, she persuaded them that Synge should go to 
Germany to continue his musical studies. Thus, he left Ireland for 
London, where he met Mary Synge, and together they travelled to Coblenz, 
Germany. He arrived at a boarding-house run by the four von Eiken 
sisters, Hedwig, Emma, Claire and Valeska. Valeska was the youngest 
sister, and she became his confidant and German teacher. She used to 
tease him by calling him "Holy Moses" because this was an expression he 
often used. He found her company totally delightful and was able to talk 
freely to her of his thoughts and feelings, and discuss his love for 
Cherry Matheson, whom she nicknamed "The Holy One." Later, he went to 
Greene and Stephens, pp. 36-37. 
1 
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Wurzburg for further musical studies; however, he found that he had 
neither the taste nor the self-confidence for solo performance.^- 
When he returned to Paris, acquainting himself with the symbolist 
poets, he met two women, Margaret Hardon and Marie Zdanovska. He fell 
in love with the former while developing a friendship with the latter. 
He proposed to Margaret Hardon, but was rejected. Then, seemingly out 
of desperation, he became fond of one of his girl students, Chouska, to 
whom he proposed; but she too disappointed him. She told him in a 
letter: 
We dream and marriage would wake us. Don't talk of 
it. I leave your love not as a thing I renounce, but 
cling rather to the heaven I know. I have learned in 
Paris that I am not destined to achieve distinction in my 
art; you tell me that your poetry is of no value. But be 
sure we at least have failed because we feel the inexpres¬ 
sible. 
In June 1894, Synge went back to Ireland, back to his love, Cherry 
Matheson, and to his family. There, he began again to think over his 
proposal to Margaret Hazdon, and he wrote her a letter from Dublin, but 
she disappointed him again: 
Please do not delude yourself by any sign in dreams 
that you consider favorable. You know I have always 
been interested in you and your work and this winter I 
considered you as a friend. But beyond that there is 
nothing and never can be.3 
What are the reasons behind this rejection? And why did John fail 
1 
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3 
Ibid., p. 62. 
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to establish a relationship which could end in marriage? To answer such 
questions, we have to go back to Synge himself. His religious agnoti- 
cism was the main reason for Cherry Matheson to reject his proposal. As 
for the other women, their refusals were due to his personality, mainly 
his misunderstanding of love and women. In an early draft of his first 
play, When the Moon has Set, he included a letter in which he confesses 
openly his failure, and he attributes that to his misunderstanding of 
love, his naive conceptions about women, his weakness, and finally his 
intellectual thoughts: 
My life has gone to ruin because I misunderstood love 
and because I was scrupulous when I should have been strong. 
I treated women as if they were gods and they treated me as 
if I might be damned for their amusement. When I was a 
young man I read Goethe and Heine, the men who were most 
prominent in literature at that time, and I learned things 
from them that made the women of my country avoid me be¬ 
cause they were pious, and the men because they were stupid. 
If you love a woman, subdue her.^ 
Synge made also a relationship with Molly Allgood, an actress. 
Their relationship was uneasy, and Synge used to call her "changeling'1 
because of her unpredictable changes of mood. She found his jealousy 
maddening and his frequent description of his distress at her thought¬ 
lessness "idiotic." He tried as best as he could to keep his love 
affairs with Molly; unfortunately, things did not go well. Synge was 
now thirty-five and Molly was not yet twenty-one, but his education and 
his class background provided a much more formidable barrier. For a 
long time he was unwilling to tell his mother or his family about his 
wish to marry her. His unorthodoxy in religion and politics was already 
Ï 
Ibid., p. 34. 
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a problem to them; therefore, to bring home a Roman Catholic, an actress, 
a former department-store sales girl was something they would never 
tolerate.*- 
The most unhappy aspect of their love was his constant grief; he 
was obsessed by the fact that compared to her he was old. In his last 
play, Deirdre of the Sorrows, the young girl betrothed to an old man 
while in love with a young is more or less a lamentation on his own life. 
The sense of tragedy which motivated every line in that play is his real 
tragedy; the tragedy of his lost youth; the tragedy of his loneliness 
and bitterness of failure. 
There is a large number of love-letters between Synge and Molly, in 
fact, she loved him, cared for him even when he was ill, and visited him 
from time to time until the end. And the end was on March 24, 1909, the 
end of a dreamer who did not live long enough to witness the realization 
of his dreams, the end of a man who gave the world his emotions, his 
ideas, and his love, but gained little in return beyond frustration and 
bitterness. 
These reflections of melancholy are there in his plays and in his 
poetry too. Synge, for example, wrote a sad poem when he was rejected 
by the woman he had loved since he was a child--Cherry Matheson--and in 
that poem, he curses his life, his world; in fact, he curses everything. 
I curse my bearing, childhood, youth 
I curse the sea, sun, mountain, moon, 
I curse my learning, search for truth, 
I curse the dawning, night and noon. 
Greene and Stephens, pp. 200-203. 
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Cold, joyless I will live, though clean, 
Nor, by my marriage, mould to earth 
Young lives to see what I have seen, 
To curse--as I have cursed--their birth.* 
In the chapter which follows, we will examine the theme of loneli¬ 
ness as it is manifested in the following plays: In the Shadow of the 
Glen. The Well of the Saints, and The Playboy of the Western World. For 
example, In the Shadow of the Glen, loneliness is the motivation of Nora 
Burke's rejection of her husband's life. The Tramp offers her his warm 
arms, the very companionship she is missing, and above all, the satis¬ 
faction of her emotional and sexual desires. In the case of the two 
blind beggars, Martin and Mary Doul in The Well of the Saints, the theme 
of loneliness takes the form of a kind of parable on the general subject 
of illusion and reality. The two blind beggars think themselves beauti¬ 
ful, but when they face reality and see their ugliness, they are dis¬ 
appointed and decide to go back to their world, the world of blindness, 
to live and enjoy their own illusion. Synge, here, is very close to 
Ibsen in The Wild Duck and O'Neill in The Iceman Cometh in terms of their 
ironic use of the theme of illusion and reality. As far as The Playboy 
of the Western World is concerned, we find loneliness is the motivation 
and basis of the plot. Christy Mahon, the hero of the play, declares at 
the end that it is better to be lonesome than to live with a bunch of 
fools. And his love, Pegeen, closes the play lamenting and crying that 
she has lost "the only Playboy of the Western World." 
1 
Robin Skelton, The Writings of J. M. Synge (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1971), p. 11. 
CHAPTER III 
THE THEME OF LONELINESS 
The first impression of The Shadow of the Glen is that it deals with 
people isolated from the world. The plot is a simple one, and the theme 
is quite well-known from folklore: the old man who pretends to be dead 
in order to find out whether his wife is true to him. The play shows 
unsuitable marriage between two persons, Dan Burke, a conventional old 
man, and Nora Burke, a young warm-blooded woman. Beyond Nora's motiva¬ 
tion, however, there is a cry of loneliness, a rebellion against soli¬ 
tude, and a feeling for human companionship. 
The play opens with Nora Burke standing near the "corpse" of her 
husband, who pretends to be dead. He keeps still under his shroud, hold¬ 
ing every nerve to watch out his wife's steps. Meanwhile, a tramp enters 
and shows his sympathy towards the dead body. Nora appears indifferent 
to her husband's death, telling the tramp that he was an old man, and an 
odd one: "He was an old man and an odd man, stranger, and it's always 
up on the hills he was thinking thoughts in the dark mist."^ 
Finding the tramp giving her an ear, she expresses her inner feelings, 
the agonizingly lonesome life she has spent with her husband in an iso¬ 
lated place: 
No offense in life, stranger. How would the like of 
Ï 
The Modern Library, Inc., The Complete Works of John Millington 
Synge (New York: Random House, 1935), p. 102. All references to the 
works of J. M. Synge will be based on this edition and will hereafter be 
cited in the text. 
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you, passing in the dark nights, know the lonesome way I 
was with no house near me at all. (p. 104) 
Later, she asks the tramp to stay with the corpse while she fetches a 
neighbor to help her make arrangements for the funeral as soon as pos¬ 
sible. Once Nora has gone, the old man slowly rises from under his 
sheet. At first, the tramp becomes frightened, but Dan Burke calms him 
down and tells him that he has played this trick because he thinks he 
has a bad wife: 
Dan: Go over now to that cupboard, and bring me a black 
stick you'll see in the west comer by the wall. 
Tramp: (taking a stick from the cupboard). Is it that? 
Dan: It is, stranger; it's a long time I'm keeping that 
stick for I've a bad wife in the house. 
Tramp: (with a queer look). Is it herself, master of the 
house, and she a grand woman to talk? 
Dan: It's herself, surely, it's a bad wife she is--a bad 
wife for an old man, and I'm getting old, God help 
me, though I've an arm to me still. (He takes the 
stick in his hand). Let you wait now a short while, 
and it's a great sight you'll see in this room in 
two hours or three, (p. 108) 
When Nora comes back with her shepherd-admirer, Michael Dara, the tramp 
becomes the witness to the whole scene when the furiously angry husband 
drives her out of the house. To make things worse, the shepherd-admirer 
Nora brings leaves her because he only cares for the money he expects her 
to bring when her husband dies. At that critical moment, the tramp shows 
his nobility; he stands behind her offering her the wonders of a free, 
joyous life. His lovely poetic language captivates her imagination, and 
she agrees to go with him. 
The reasons Nora gives for her rejection of her husband seem logical 
enough. She is almost imprisoned in an isolated area where she has no 
chance to talk and communicate. Her struggle is more or less a struggle 
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against loneliness, against the imposed will of traditions.^" In her talk 
with the tramp at the beginning of the play, she reveals the whole story 
of her misery, and what has led her former lover--Patch Darcy—to hate 
her: 
God spare Darcy, he'Id always look in here and he pass¬ 
ing up or passing down, and it's very lonesome I was after 
him a long while (she looks over at the bed and lowers her 
voice, speaking very clearly), and then I got happy again— 
if it's ever happy we are, stranger,—for I got used to 
being lonesome, (p. 105) 
When Michael Dara tells her she is no fool to have married the old 
man, she answers him, expressing the emptiness of her life: 
I do be thinking in the long nights it was a big fool 
I was that time, Michael Dara, for what good is a bit of a 
farm with cows on it, and sheep on the back hills, when 
you do be sitting looking out from a door the like of that 
door, and seeing nothing but the mists rolling down the 
bog, and the mists again, and they rolling up the bog, and 
hearing nothing but the wind crying out in the bits of 
broken trees left from the great storm, and the streams 
roaring with the rain. (p. 112) 
Because of this empty life, Nora Burke longs for the freedom of a single 
woman. She is almost like Ibsen's Norah in A Doll's House, especially 
in terms of her struggle against her husband's tradition and the way he 
treats her like a doll, but Synge's Nora fears the poverty and suffering 
of walking the roads. She stays with Dan Burke just to keep body and 
soul together in spite of the fact that she does not love him because he 
is not the one who can meet her emotional and sexual satisfaction: 
Maybe cold would be no sign of death with the like of 
him, for he was always cold, every day since I knew him-- 
and every night, stranger. (p. 102) 
1 
Ellen Douglas Leyburn, "The Theme of Loneliness in Synge," Modern 
Drama 11 (September 1958): 85-86. 
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Most importantly, Nora is frustrated as much by time as by emotional 
and sexual deprivation. When she begins to think of marrying Michael 
Dara, she can only think of the horror and ugliness of old age. Such 
reflection of melancholy is not limited to The Shadow of the Glen; in 
fact, the feeling of getting old and lonesome is a recurring lament in 
Synge's drama. In Deirdre of the Sorrows, for example, we find that: 
"Conchubor: There is one sorrow has no end surely--that's being old and 
lonesome.” (p. 261) The same thing Nora says to Michael Dara: 
Why would I marry you, Michael Dara? You'll be getting 
old, and I'll be getting old, and in a little while, I'm 
telling you, you'll be sitting up in your bed--the way him¬ 
self was sitting—with a shake in your face, and your teeth 
falling, and the white hair sticking out round you like an 
old bush when sheep do be leaving a gap. (p. 114) 
Her awareness of the emotional poverty of her situation is in sharp 
contrast to the attitudes of the other characters in the play. Her hus¬ 
band dislikes her sensitivity, while Michael Dara is interested only in 
the amount of money she will bring to him when her husband dies. Only 
the tramp has no materialistic motives; instead, he offers her the ful¬ 
fillment of her desires and hopes: 
Come along with me now, lady of the house, and it's 
not my blather you'll be hearing only, but you'll be 
hearing the herons crying out over the black lakes, and 
you'll be hearing the grouse and the owls with, and the 
larks and the big thrushes when the days are warm, and 
it's not from the like of them you'll be hearing a talk 
of getting old like Peggy Caranagh, and losing the hair 
off you, and the light of your eyes, but it's fine songs 
you'll be hearing when the sun goes up, and there'll be 
no old fellow wheezing, the like of a sick sheep close 
to your ear. (p. 117) 
Such lovely poetic words are effective, and Nora accepts the promises 
conjured by the tramp: 
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I'm thinking it's myself will be wheezing that time 
with lying down under the Heavens when the night is cold; 
but you've a fine bit of talk, stranger, and it's with 
yourself I'll go. (pp. 117-118) 
Just before Nora leaves the house, she turns to Dan Burke and vents 
her anger and hatred towards him. Most importantly, she reveals what 
type of woman she wants to be: 
. . . You think it's a grand thing you're after doing 
with your letting on to be dead, but what is it at all? 
What way would a woman live in a lonesome place the like 
of this place, and she not making a talk with the men pass¬ 
ing? And what way will yourself live from this day, with 
none to care for you? What is it to you'll have now but a 
black life, Daniel Burke, and it's not long I'm telling you, 
till you'll be lying again under that sheet, and you dead 
surely, (p. 118) 
Nora Burke, who has been trapped by the standards of her world in 
a loveless marriage with an old man, has learned how inadequate to human 
needs are merely "a bit of a farm with cows on it, and sheep on the back 
hills" to fence against old age. In the play, there are two different 
worlds: the world of Dan Burke is a narrow, limited and conventional 
one, and the world of her bygone lover Patch Darcy, which is wider, 
lovely, and can satisfy all the aspirations and longings of Nora. The 
function of the tramp is essential; he represents the latter one—the 
world of joy, freedom, romance and satisfaction.^ 
In the next play, The Well of the Saints, the theme of loneliness 
takes the form of a kind of parable on the more general subject of illu¬ 
sion and reality. The play deals with two blind beggars, a man and wife, 
who have deluded themselves that they are beautiful. A wandering saint, 
1 
Donna Gerstenberger, J. M. Synge (New York: Twayne Publishers, 
Inc., 1964), pp. 33-43. 
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who carries holy water from a distant sacred well, heals the two beggars 
of their blindness. However, the healing is temporary and blindness re¬ 
stâmes. During their temporary sight, the two beggars discover each 
other's ugliness. Shocked by reality, they reject and hate each other. 
Nevertheless, Martin Doul, who leaves his wife Mary Doul, feels later 
that he can have a true appreciation of beauty only in being blind; 
therefore, Martin and Mary find joy in their renewed blindness, to live 
and share the illusion together. 
The treatment of loneliness is heightened and complicated by being 
mingled with the portrayal of blindness and illusion.^ Martin and Mary 
Doul, the poor blind beggars, leave the loneliness of the world of the 
blind to be thrown back upon it again by their disenchantment and frus¬ 
tration with the world of seeing. At the beginning of the play, both 
Martin and Mary Doul are anxious to have their sight back because they 
are obsessed with the idea of beauty: 
Mary Doul: I do be thinking in the long nights it'd be a 
grand thing if we could see ourselves for one 
hour, or a minute itself, the way we'd know 
surely we were the finest man and the finest 
woman of the seven counties of the east. (p. 123) 
Timmy the smith comes and tells them the news about a saint who has 
the power to heal people. The two beggars are very glad to hear such 
news. However, the comic and at the same time pathetic element is that 
when they are healed and can see each other clearly, they disgust each 
other immediately. Martin calls his wife an old hag, and she calls him 
1 
L. A. G. Strong, John Millington Synge (London: George Allen and 
Unwin Ltd., 1941), pp. 33-34. 
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an ugly dog: 
Martin: Is n't it yourself after playing lies on me, ten 
years, in the day and in the night; but what is 
that to you now the Lord God has given eyes to me, 
the way I see you an old wizendy hag, was never 
fit to rear a child to me itself. 
Mary: I wouldn't rear a crumpled whelp the like of you. (p. 139) 
And so the song of their beauty is replaced by another song, a bitter and 
melancholy one. And to make things worse, they abandon each other. 
Later, Timmy gives Martin a job and a shelter. Here, Martin, out 
of desperation, begins to harass Molly Byrne, Timmy's girl. At that 
time, his wife sees him while passing by. He goes to her to apologize, 
but she refuses his apology and starts hitting him with her empty sack: 
Martin: And that is the last thing I'm to set my sight on 
in the life of the world—the villainy of a woman 
and the bloody strength of a man. (p. 156) 
In the last act of the play, we find that both are blind again, and both 
have realized the factual inadequacy of their illusions; however, they 
are now more dependent on their illusions than before. Martin has 
realized the agony of loneliness and his desperate need of Mary: 
Martin: It's lonesome I'll be from this day, and if liv¬ 
ing people is a bad lot, yet Mary Doul, herself, 
and she a dirty wrinkled-looking hag, was better 
maybe to be sitting along with than no one at all. 
I'll be getting my death now, I'm thinking, sit¬ 
ting alone in the cold air, hearing the night com¬ 
ing, and the black birds flying around in the briars 
crying to themselves, the time you'll hear one cart 
getting off a long way in the east, and another cart 
getting off a long way in the west, a dog barking 
maybe, and a little wind turning the sticks. . . . 
I'll be destroyed sitting alone and losing my senses 
this time the way I'm after losing my sight, for 
it'd make any person afeard to be sitting up hearing 
the sound of his breath and the noise of his feet, 
when it's a power of queer things do be stirring 
little sticks breaking, and the grass moving, (pp. 157-158) 
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The saint comes again ringing his bell, Martin and Mary run away 
and hide themselves behind the bushes, but the crowd and the priest find 
then. The saint offers to heal them again. Martin refuses and tells him 
to leave them in peace: 
Martin: We're not asking our sight, holy father, and let 
you walk on your own way, and be fasting, or pray¬ 
ing, or doing anything that you will, but leave us 
here in our peace at the crossing of the roads, 
for it's best we are this way, and we're not ask¬ 
ing to see. (p. 166) 
Finding Martin very hard to deal with, the crowd and the saint decide to 
heal at least his wife. Finally, Martin agrees reluctantly, but later 
he kicks the water can away, and so the few drops left in the can are 
splashed. He refuses to have his or her sight back; he wants to live 
the beautiful dream they have together--the fine beard of his and the 
lovely hair of hers. What they have learned in the world of seeing is 
the degree of their isolation from it. The seeing to them is a queer 
thing and cruel as well; they are glad to share their illusion again, 
and that is why they must have the companionship of each other to make 
their dreams come true: 
Martin: . . . For it's a right some of you have to work¬ 
ing and sweating the like of Timmy the smith, 
and a right some of you have to be fasting and 
praying and talking holy talk the like of your¬ 
self, I'm thinking it's a good right ourselves 
have to be sitting blind, hearing a soft wind 
turning round the little leaves of the spring 
and feeling the sun, and we not tormenting our 
souls with the sight of the gray days, and the 
holy man, and the dirty feet that is trampling 
the world, (p. 172) 
Synge's emphasis on the necessity of illusion in The Well of the Saints 
makes him close to Ibsen in The Wild Duck and to O'Neill in The Iceman 
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Cometh. For O'Neill, the iceman is a symbol of death, in the person of 
Hickey, who not only has murdered but whose message is one of self- 
destruction, for without illusion there can be no life. The same thing 
could be said on The Well of the Saints; the two blind beggars cannot 
live without their illusion; it is a part of their life. In The Wild 
Duck, the frank facing of facts, the free soul in the individualistic 
society are slogans which simply do not work. The doctrinaire applying 
his quack-salve regardless of the circumstances of the patient does not 
cure but destroys. Likewise, the saint in The Well of the Saints wants 
to heal Martin and Mary Doul without knowing what and who they are and 
what circumstances they are in. That is why his treatment does not work, 
because it is doomed from the beginning. 
In The Playboy of the Western World, we have a different case. A 
young man, Christy Mahon, kills his father—seemingly. His escape to 
another community turns him into a hero; however, he is forced to the 
ironic realization that it is better to be lonesome than to live with 
fools. He comes to this conclusion when he sees the closest friend he 
has, his beloved (and likely future wife) Pegeen, leaves him and calls 
the people against him. 
Loneliness as the motivation of the action and basis of plot is 
perhaps most poignantly presented in The Playboy. Pegeen is almost like 
young Nora Burke; she needs as much as Nora does a fine man to talk to, 
but she has no Patch Darcy. The best companionship her countryside can 
give is that of Shawn Keogh, a week-minded, cowardly farmer. When the 
play opens, we see Pegeen teasing Shawn out of sheer contempt. At the 
same time, she reveals her loneliness and boredom: 
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Pegeen: It's a wonder, Shaneen, the Holy Father'd be tak¬ 
ing notice of the like of you; for if I was him I 
wouldn't bother with this place when you'll meet 
none but Red Linahan, has a squint in his eyes, 
and Patcheen is lame in his heel, or the mad Mul- 
rannies were driven from California and they lost 
in their wits. We're a queer lot these times to 
go troubling the Holy Father on his sacred seat. (p. 9) 
In addition to her lack of any companionship to satisfy the vitality 
of her nature, Pegeen feels also a simple dread of solitude, a dread al¬ 
most as childlike and elemental as that of old Mary in The Tinker's Wed¬ 
ding, who, for fear of being left alone, spoils the whole plan of Sarah 
Casey in marrying Michael Byrne. Pegeen blames her father for leaving 
her alone: "Isn't it long the nights are now, Shawn Keogh, to be leav¬ 
ing a poor girl with her own self counting the hours to the dawn of day." 
(P.8) 
Christy Mahon comes in, tired, frightened and desperate. He has 
hit his father with a loy and run away. The people of Mayo welcome him 
warmly. Pegeen is proud to have such a young man; she feels safe with 
him. Further, she grants him safety and gives him shelter. Soon Christy 
Mahon becomes the "Don Juan" of the women of Mayo; they begin to quarrel 
over having and harboring this murderer. At last, he becomes Pegeen's 
lover. 
Later on, we find Christy a hero in his new community. Meanwhile, 
his father appears looking for him. He sees Christy at his glorious 
time; he has been the first in the community foot-race, and all atten¬ 
tion is focused on him. Filled with hatred and the spirit of vengeance, 
old Mahon starts beating his son before the public. Christy is facing 
real trouble now; he has told the folk that he has killed his father, 
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and now his father is standing there striking him. There is no choice 
left for Christy except to kill his father, both to prove his bravery 
and to save himself and the reputation he has achieved in the community. 
And so he strikes old Mahon again with a loy, and again kills him— 
seemingly. The people of Mayo do not hail him this time; they become 
angry because of the murder and demand justice. Even his beloved, the 
woman who has agreed to be his wife, rejects him now; the reality of 
murder shocks her: 
Pegeen: I'll say, a stranger man is a marvel, with his 
mighty talk; but what's a squabble in your back¬ 
yard and the blow of a loy, have taught me that 
there's a great gap between a gallous story and 
a dirty deed. (To men) Take him on from this, 
or the lot of us will be likely put on trial for 
his deed today, (p. 77) 
The bitter disillusion of Christy's repudiation of the world that 
has received him for the duration of his lie makes him feel that such 
company is worse than loneliness: 
Christy: Shut your yelling, for if you're after making 
a mighty man of me this day by the power of a 
lie, you're setting now to think if it's a poor 
thing to be lonesome, it's worse maybe to go mix¬ 
ing with the fools of earth, (p. 74) 
At this critical moment, when Christy has been rejected and all 
have turned against him, old Mahon comes back from "death" for the 
second time and takes him in his arm and they leave together. While 
leaving, old Mahon attacks the people of Mayo for their stupidity and 
their villainy: 
Old Mahon: It's little I care if you put a bag on her 
back, and went picking cockles till the hour 
of death; but my son and myself will be going 
our own way, and we'll have great times from 
this out telling stories of the villainies of 
Mayo, and the fools here. (p. 80) 
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There could be no sharper anguish than Pegeen's cry which closes 
the play after the violence with which she has driven Christy off: 
"Pegeen: Oh my grief, I've lost him surely. I've lost the only Playboy 
of the Western World." (p. 80) She is not lamenting her loss of Christy 
as a person, but of all the aspirations she is dreaming of; and now she 
is driven into a more desolate loneliness than ever, because she can 
only go back to the miserable coward, Shawn. 
The treatment of loneliness in Synge's plays shows that the actual 
sufferings which constitute the plot do not only grow out of loneliness, 
but the characters themselves conceive sufferings in terms of loneliness; 
it is their regular symbol for human woe. Christy Mahon, for example, 
describes his wretched lot before his transformation to a mature man: 
Christy: It's well you know what I have. It's well you 
know it's a lonesome thing to be passing small 
towns with the lights shining sideways when the 
night is down, or going in strange places with 
a dog noising behind, or drawn to the cities 
where you'd hear a voice of kissing and telling 
deep love in every shadow of the ditch, and you 
passing on with an empty, hungry stomach falling 
from your heart, (p. 41) 
To sum up, we can say that loneliness dominates all the issues 
raised in the discussion of the three plays. In The Shadow of the Glen. 
Nora struggles to break up the shackles of tradition, to breathe the 
lovely fresh air of freedom with the man who gives her his word to meet 
all her desires. In The Well of the Saints, loneliness embodies the 
vision of illusion; the two blind beggars cannot live without enjoying 
their illusion together, and all attempts of the saint fail because 
illusion is necessary; it is a part of their life. Finally, Christy 
Mahon in The Playboy of the Western World escapes the harsh world of his 
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father and becomes a mature man, a hero in another community, only to 
discover the stupidity of the people of Mayo and to come to the conclu¬ 
sion that bad company is worse than loneliness. 
Related to the cry of bitter loneliness that underlies so much of 
the action in Synge's drama, there is another theme; the destruction of 
beauty and the death of youth. The Tinker's Wedding shows the destruc¬ 
tion of beauty, while the two tragedies, Riders to the Sea and Deirdre 
of the Sorrows, concentrate on the death of youth. The following chapter 
is devoted to a discussion of these paired themes. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE THEME OF THE DESTRUCTION OF YOUTH AND BEAUTY 
Synge described The Tinker's Wedding as "a little play written be¬ 
fore The Well of the Saints."*1 The play is a humorous one, and Synge 
thinks that "of the things which nourish the imagination humor is one 
of the most needful, and it is dangerous to limit or destroy it."^ Its 
two acts dramatize a moral moment in the lives of two tramp tinkers, 
Michael Byrne and Sarah Casey, who have been living together for a time 
and now resolve to marry. Michael anticipates the happy prospect rather 
grimly, and his old mother shares his doubts. But since Sarah is in¬ 
sistent, he makes a ring, and after some bargaining with the village 
priest, the marriage is arranged at a cost of "a crown along with ten 
shillings and a gallon can." Unfortunately, Michael's insatiable mother 
steals the can and exchanges it for a spot of whiskey. When the priest 
returns for the ceremony he is outraged to find three empty bottles in 
the bundle instead of the can. His Irish temper boils over, and he re¬ 
fuses to marry the couple. At last, the ensuing recriminations end with 
the priest being tied up and bundled into a sack and, then, thrown into 
a ditch. 
The pattern of conflict between the priest, as the representative 
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of organized, authoritarian life, and the tinkers (and the freedom they 
stand for) is a familiar one in Synge's drama. The Tinker's Wedding, 
however, embodies a vision of beauty and its decay. Sarah Casey, at the 
beginning of the play, expresses a fear of getting old and losing her 
beauty.'*' She tells Michael that: 
It's yourself you be calling God to help, in two weeks 
or three, where you'll be waking up in the nights and think¬ 
ing you see me coming with the sun on me, and I driving a 
high cart with Jaunting Jim going behind. It's lonesome 
and cold you'll be feeling the ditch where you'll be lying 
down that night, I'm telling you, and you hearing the old 
woman making a great noise in her sleep, and the bats squeak¬ 
ing in the trees, (p. 184) 
The tinkers come into contact with the priest because of the pass¬ 
ing fancy of Sarah Casey to be officially married to Michael Byrne, the 
tinker with whom she has borne a number of children in what, Synge shows 
us, has been a healthy and pleasant relationship over a long period of 
time. However, Sarah wishes to marry in order to stop the insults of 
the respectable members of society. That is why she goes to the priest 
and asks him to marry them: 
It is n't a half penny we're asking, holy father; but 
we were thinking maybe we'd have a right to be getting 
married; and we were thinking it's yourself would marry us 
for not a half penny at all; for you're a kind man, your 
reverence, a kind man with the poor. (p. 186) 
The priest refuses to marry them for nothing, and he makes a bargain 
with the two tinkers; he agrees to marry them: "Let you get a crown 
along with ten shillings and the gallon can, Sarah Casey, and I will 
wed you." (p. 187) 
Gerstenberger, p. 63. 
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Loneliness motivates also the action of this play; the fear of 
being left alone, for example, is what makes Mary Byrne wreck the plan 
of Sarah Casey in getting married. She asks Sarah not to leave her: 
"Where is it you are going? Let you walk back here, and not be leaving 
me lonesome when the night is fine." (p. 193) Then, when Sarah does 
leave her, she cannot bear her solitude; therefore, she steals the can 
with which Sarah has bargained to pay the priest, steals it in order 
to get a "good drop" of comfort: 
. . . maybe if I keep near the peelers tomorrow for the 
first bit of the fair, herself won't strike me at all; and 
if she does itself, what's a little stroke on your head be¬ 
side sitting lonesome on a squeaking, and you saying over, 
it's a short while only till you die. (p. 194) 
Later on, Michael Byrne and Sarah Casey prepare to go to the chapel. 
Old Mary is very reluctant to see Sarah and her son getting married. 
But Sarah defends herself triumphantly; she wants to get married simply 
to get respectability, to let no one call her a bad name any more. This 
is the only reason Synge gives for her sudden wish for marriage: 
It's, Mary Byrne. I'll be married now in a short 
while; and from this day there will be no one have a 
right to call me a dirty name and I selling cans in 
Wicklow or Wexford or the city of Dublin itself, (p. 199) 
The next day, they go to the chapel to give the priest what he 
asked for. To their surprise, the priest finds in the bundle a bunch of 
empty bottles. He becomes enraged: 
It's a wicked, thieving, lying, scheming lot you 
are, the pack of you. Let you walk off now and every 
stinking rag you have there from the ditch, (p. 204) 
The tinkers' reaction to the priest is very funny; they tie him up, and 
take what they want. After promising them a lot not to tell any one 
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about their criminal act, the tinkers release the priest and run away 
laughing at him: 
I've sworn not to call the hand of man upon your 
crimes today; but I have n't sworn I would n't call the 
fire of heaven from the hand of the Almighty God. (p. 209) 
It is not a surprise to see the thane of loneliness intertwined 
with the theme of the decay of beauty, given the plot of this play and 
Synge's temperament. The interrelationship is another example of the 
repetition of the fear of various forms of loss in Synge's drama. It 
does not occur casually but is, no doubt, a reflection of Synge's melan¬ 
choly . 
In the next play, Riders to the Sea. Synge's perhaps most poignant 
treatment of the destruction of youth, the dominating force behind the 
tragedy is the sea. The victims of the merciless sea are all young men, 
and old Maurya can do nothing except to sit and wait for the sea to 
strike again and again till her sons are all dead. It is not only 
pathetic but tragic and melancholic; however, Maurya's endurance and 
acceptance of fate shows the nobility of mankind because as she says at 
the end, "No man at all can be living for ever, and we must be satisfied." 
The scene is a simple one: "Cottage kitchen, spinning wheel, some 
new boards standing by the wall, etc . . . " (p. 83) This is the small 
world of the play, a world of simplicity and natural behavior. However, 
in this small cottage lies the tragedy of the Aran Islanders. The play 
opens with two sisters, Cathleen and Nora, examining the clothing of a 
drowned man to see whether it belongs to their recently drowned brother, 
Michael. The clothing is determined to be his because Nora recognizes 
the dropped stitches in the knitting of his stocking. When Maurya comes 
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in, the two sisters hide the clothing. Meanwhile, Bartley prepares to 
go to the sea to see the fair. He must take the risk like any other 
Islander: 
Bartley: I've no halter the way I can ride down on the 
mare, and I must go now quickly. This is the 
only boat going for two weeks or beyond it, and 
the fair will be a good fair for horses I heard 
them saying below, (p. 86) 
The sisters try to keep him from going, but he promises them to come 
back soon. When Bartley goes, old Maurya predicts his doom. She cries 
and laments her lot; because of her premonition and her past experiences 
of loss, she knows he will never be back alive: 
Maurya: He's gone now, God spare us, and we'll not see 
him again. He's gone now, and when the night 
is falling I'll have no son left for me in the 
world, (p. 87) 
The tragedy is not, of course, the inevitability of death; death 
is taken for granted. The tragedy is rather that the young go before 
the old in this community: 
Maurya: In the big world the old people do be leaving 
things after their sons and children, but in 
this place it is the young do be leaving things 
behind for them that do be old. (p. 89) 
The destructive power of the great sea of life and time is reinforced 
by the suggestions of the supernatural that appear in the text. When, 
for example, Maurya announces her minister vision of Michael following 
Bartley to the sea, she says, "I've seen the fearfullest thing any 
person has seen, since the day Bride Dara seen the dead man with the 
child in his arm." 
Later, Bartley's body is carried in by men; they bring him from the 
sea dead. There is nothing left for Maurya to fear; all her sons are 
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gone now. However, the most striking point about Maurya is her resig¬ 
nation to the death that the sea brings. Maurya seems never to question 
the force that devastates her menfolk, never to resist its inevitability.^- 
And this, ironically, is a prime reason for her simple tragic dignity. 
In tragedy, as Arthur Miller suggests, the tragic sufferer must at least 
conceive of the possibility of victory: 
Where pathos rules, where pathos is finally derived, a 
character has fought a battle he could not possibly have 
won. The pathetic is achieved when the protagonist is, by 
virtue of his witlessness, his insensitivity, of the very 
air he gives off, incapable of grappling with a much su¬ 
perior force.2 
In part, Maurya would seem to fit this pattern of the pathetic figure, 
but the fact is that Maurya fights no battle. She is resigned before 
the fact to the inevitable, and when it comes, she meets it with stoic, 
and heroic, calm. 
One of the notable features about the Aran Islanders in general 
is their familiarity with disasters; they are not easily shocked, but 
they simply take things for granted. In addition, they have everything 
ready for the procedures of a funeral. That is why they are surprised 
to see, in one of the most poignant moments in Synge's drama, that Maurya 
has forgotten the nails for the coffin: 
Cathleen: There are not, Colum; we didn't think of the 
nails. 
1 
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Another Man: It's a great wonder she wouldn't think of the 
nails, and all the coffin she's seen made al¬ 
ready (p. 97) 
Maurya's desolation in Riders to the Sea is the perfectly simple, 
uncomplicated anguish of the mother whose sons are taken from her. She 
comes to stand for all mothers of all times who are robbed of their sons 
by the sea; and part of her power as a character is her power as a symbol.*- 
The deaths do not occur as a consequence of some fatal flaw as in 
Shakespearean tragedy, or as a consequence of a sin against Divine law as 
in Greek tragedy. There may be a touch of suggested casuality in the 
death of Bartley following his mother's withholding of her blessing, but, 
basically, the tragedy of the play is the death of the young.^ 
The striking point about Maurya's personality is her attitude towards 
her tragedy. She accepts whatever happens to her sons with a sense of 
extraordinary patience which is a kind of Christian stoicism. She prays 
to God to have mercy not only on her sons but on all humanity: 
They're all together this time, and the end has come. 
May the almighty God have mercy on Bartley's soul, and the 
souls of Sheamus and Patch, and Stephen and Shawn (bending 
her head); and may He have mercy of everyone left living 
in the world, (p. 97) 
Maurya's suffering shows beyond doubt the human nobility in facing 
the tragedies of life. What can one do against death? After all, no 
one lives forever: 
Michael has a clean burial in the far north, by the 
grace of the Almighty God. Bartley will have a fine 
1 
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coffin out of the white boards, and a deep grave surely. 
What more can we want than that? No man at all can be 
living for ever, and we must be satisfied, (p. 97) 
Though Maurya is the central figure of the play, the tragedy is 
nonetheless largely external in its presentation, objective in its lack 
of personal emphasis. The antagonist is the sea, an unseen power, but 
it is there; and Maurya as the protagonist is like "a type of the woman's 
life on the Island" more than she is a personally realized character.*- 
The final play for our discussion, Deirdre of the Sorrows, is based 
on an ancient legend--the tragic death of the two young lovers, Deirdre 
and Naisi. Beyond that, however, the play is Synge's dramatic lamenta¬ 
tion on his life, mainly, his lost youth and the misery and bitterness 
of failure. 
The story of Deirdre had been told dramatically more than once. 
Besides Yeats's Deirdre in 1906, George Russell's Deirdre had been pro¬ 
duced in 1901. However, Synge's Deirdre. unlike those of his predeces¬ 
sors, deals with the legend in a new way. There is "a reciprocal sym¬ 
pathy between characters and nature, a surprising reversal of the treat¬ 
ment of death, and a heightened sense of the tragic essence of the old 
legend that is very nearly Greek in spirit."^ 
The play was left unfinished, because Synge was ill with what would 
prove to be a fatal disease. As we shall see, Synge's constant awareness 
that his own death was imminent and inescapable colored Deirdre of the 
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Sorrows, adding to the sad old story a triumphant idea of death as a 
glorious victory. 
The play is quite simple and uncomplicated. Una Ellis-Fermor has 
pointed out that "there is but a single theme, so uncomplicated that the 
conclusion is already known by the middle of the first act."^ The 
knowledge of the tragic end in advance gives the play an atmosphere of 
impending disaster which is reminiscent of the Greek tragedy. 
There are three levels of characters in the play according to their 
importance to the development of the plot. The most important ones are 
Deirdre, Naisi and King Conchubor. Owen and Fergus, both merely mechani¬ 
cal devices for the bringing about of the catastrophe, are of secondary 
importance. At the lowest level are the old woman, the two soldiers and 
Naisi's brothers. There is one more character--Lavarcham--Deirdre's 
nurse, who functions as a one-voice chorus.^ 
The tragedy of Deirdre of the Sorrows is one in which all of Synge's 
characters share through "a surrender to the will." Once the major char¬ 
acters have surrendered to their wills, they are bound for destruction. 
Naisi's will causes him to take Deirdre and flee; Deirdre's will causes 
her to reject Conchubor and escape with Naisi; Conchubor's will to have 
Deidre brings about the catastrophe.^ 
Deirdre of the Sorrows is like Riders to the Sea in terms of the 
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foreknown tragedy. The predictions of Deirdre's doom are stated right 
at the beginning of the play, almost like Maurya's predictions about 
the death of her sons. Moreover, the name Deirdre itself means "trouble, 
alarm, or sorrow." Sorrow comes ultimately, however, not in the death 
of the lovers as in the heroic cycle, nor in the subsequent battles of 
the Ulsterman, but from the knowledge the lovers come to on the edge of 
the grave about the nature of human love and life. From the beginning 
of the play, we are introduced to the prophecy that a tragedy will occur 
and bring destruction: 
Lavarcham: I'm in dread so they were right saying she'd 
bring destruction on the world, for it's a 
poor thing when you see a settled man putting 
the love he has for a young child, and the 
love he has for a full woman, on a girl the 
like of her; and it's a poor thing, Conchubor, 
to see a High King, the way you are this day, 
prying after her needles and numbering her 
lines of thread, (p. 229) 
Most importantly, Deirdre herself knows that she will bring ruin 
to the sons of Usna and to herself; however, that kind of feeling seems 
to have no impact on her. In fact, when she meets Naisi, she feels she 
has the best company in the whole world. She begs Naisi not to leave 
her to King Conchubor, but rather to stay and marry her. Hearing that, 
Naisi likewise feels that all his dreams will come true and great deeds 
are still ahead; but Deirdre does not share this view: 
Deirdre: It is n't to great deeds you're going but to near 
troubles, and the shortening of your days the 
time that they are bright and sunny; and is ri't a 
poor thing that I Deirdre, could not hold you 
away? (p.243) 
The question is, since Deirdre knows in advance about her doom and the 
tragedy she brings to the sons of Usna--what is the reason then behind 
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her pursuit? The answer, we find, is in Deirdre herself. She says: 
It is my wish. ... It may be I will not have 
Naisi growing old in Alban with an old woman at his 
side, and young girls pointing out and saying, "that 
is Deirdre and Naisi; had great beauty in their youth." (p. 247) 
The young lovers get married and run away; King Conchubor is un¬ 
happy. He believes that since he has reared Deirdre in his kingdom, he 
has a right to count her among his possessions: 
Conchubor: It's little I care if she's white and worn, 
for it's I did rear her from a child. I 
should have a good right to meet and see her 
always, (p. 250) 
Such aggressive and naive mentality creates the tragedy of these two 
young lovers. King Conchubor draws a plan to bring Naisi and Deirdre 
back to his city, Emain, where he can kill Naisi and get Deirdre easily. 
When the two lovers are persuaded to come back to Emain by a promise 
from Pergus, Naisi and his brothers are killed in Conchubor's palace. 
Deirdre is left alone to face her enemy, Conchubor. Being left alone 
and desperate, she finds no other alternative but to kill herself and 
join her lover, Naisi, in his death: 
Deirdre: I have a little key to unlock the prison of Naisi 
you'd shut upon his youth for ever, keep back, 
Conchubor; for the High King is your master has 
put his hands between us. (She half turns to the 
grave). It was sorrow were foretold, but great 
joys were my share always; yet it is a cold place 
I must go to be with you, Naisi; and it's cold 
your arms will be this night that were warm about 
my neck so often. ... It's a pitiful thing to be 
talking out when your ears are shut to me. It's a 
pitiful thing, Conchubor, you have done this night 
in Emain; yet a thing will be a joy and triumph to 
the ends of life and time. (She presses the knife 
into her heart and sinks into the grave.) 
And so the tragedy ends; Naisi is dead, his brothers are dead, Deirdre 
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is dead, and the city of Emain is set on fire. Lavarcham gives a good 
picture of the whole situation: 
Deirdre is dead and Naisi is dead; and if the oaks 
and stars could die for sorrow, it's a dark and a hard 
and naked earth we'd have this night in Emain. (p. 268) 
We have mentioned at the beginning that there is a constant aware¬ 
ness of death in this play. This awareness is substantiated by the 
feeling of getting old and lonesome, a melody Synge repeats constantly. 
Conchubor, for example, thinks that the really intolerable sorrow is 
that of being old and lonesome: "There's one sorrow has no end surely-- 
that's being old and lonesome." (p. 261) When Fergus comes to convince 
Naisi and Deirdre to come back to Emain, Naisi expresses his refusal 
first in terms of loneliness and the awe of getting old: 
I'll not go, Fergus. I've had dreams of getting old 
and weary, and losing my delight in Deirdre; but my dreams 
were dreams only. (p. 242) 
Even Deirdre herself is obsessed by the fear of old age; she wants to 
marry Naisi in order to save him from getting old in Alban in spite of 
the fact that her marriage to him makes his death closer and closer: 
It is my wish. ... It may be I will not have Naisi 
growing old in Alban with an old woman at his side, and 
young girls pointing out saying, "that is Deirdre and Naisi 
had great beauty in their youth." (p. 247) 
Eventually, Deirdre does not only express loneliness and the fear 
of getting old, but there is much despair and inner confusion in her 
character. She herself is pathetic, and Synge adds more sorrow from 
his own store. Given the painful deterioration of Synge's health by 
the time of this play, we may legitimately see in the play a lamentation 
by Synge for the brevity of his own life; a life, moreover, characterized 
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by loneliness, despair and melancholy. In the following speech espe¬ 
cially, we hear the accents of Synge's own voice: 
Deirdre: I've dread going or staying, Lavarcham. It's 
lonesome this place, having happiness like ours, 
till I'm asking each day will this day match 
yesterday, and will tomorrow take a good place 
beside the same day in the year that's gone, and 
wondering all times is it a game worth playing, 
living on until you're dried and old, and our 
joy is gone for ever. (p. 253) 
Sunge's two tragedies, then, both center on the destruction of 
youth and beauty. The destructive power of the sea is reinforced by a 
supernatural element--a dream Maurya sees which confirms the death of 
her last son, Bartley, whereas the prophecy that surrounds Deirdre sug¬ 
gests an atmosphere of determinism. Deirdre looks forward to the time 
when she will have "a little grave by herself, and a story will be told 
for ever." Just before her suicide at the end of the play, when Naisi 
is dead and Conchubor's kingdom is in ruins, Deirdre exaltedly en¬ 
visions "the way there will be a story told of a ruined city and a 
raving king and a woman will be young for ever." Perhaps in this we can 
hear a note of Synge's own hope for a kind of immortality through his 
work despite the tragic and pathetic facts of his brief, painful life. 
CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION: SYNGE'S DRAMATIC UNIVERSE 
A single statement brings us close to the center of Synge's dramatic 
vision. He says in his preface to The Playboy of the Western World that 
"on the stage one must have reality, and one must have joy." He speaks 
for his deepest intuitions as a dramatist, and in his plays the balance 
between reality and joy is essential. Reality began for him on the Aran 
Islands, and it began with the acute realization of the impending nature 
of his own death. This sense of urgency stayed with him all through the 
rest of his career. 
John Millington Synge had faced great difficulties in his life since 
he was a child. The religious and emotional crises were the most crit¬ 
ical ones. He rejected Christianity in a society where religion was 
still dominant. Upon this rejection, he created, as he said, "a chasm 
between my present and my past and between myself and my kindred and 
friends." Related to that, his misunderstanding of love and the way of 
treating women deprived him from establishing a lasting relationship; 
all the women he loved and to whom he proposed rejected him. Such 
experiences colored his life with depression and disappointment. Not 
surprisingly, therefore, do we find various reflections of melancholy 
in his plays; loneliness, the fear of getting old, the decay of beauty 
and the death of youth dominate the general atmosphere of his drama. 
They are, in fact, reflections of himself and his own life, the life of 
pain, loneliness and bitterness of failure. 
The body of Synge's dramatic work is small. There are only three 
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full-length plays: The Well of the Saints. The Playboy of the Western 
World, and Deirdre of the Sorrows, and of these the last is unrevised. 
The Tinker's Wedding is a middle-length piece; and there the two short 
plays, Riders to the Sea and The Shadow of the Glen. This work was con¬ 
centrated into a period of only seven years--from 1903 to 1910. Synge 
wrote his first play when he was thirty-two, and his last when he was 
thirty-eight . * 
The Shadow of the Glen deals with the simulation of death by an 
elderly husband in order to trap his young wife with her lover. The 
play, however, goes further than a mere plot intrigue; it is an expres¬ 
sion of a profound loneliness. The fear of being lonely is what makes 
Nora Burke reject her husband and the tradition he represents. Like 
Ibsen's Nora in A Doll's House. Synge's Nora is trapped by the standards 
of her community. Her struggle against her husband is more or less a 
struggle against the dead forms of tradition. In other words, Nora 
wants to live unrestricted by the dogmas of others, and when the tramp 
offers to achieve all her aspirations and more, she agrees to go with 
him immediately. 
With The Well of the Saints. Synge returns to a subject which had 
been part of the plot, if not his themes, in The Tinker's Wedding and 
The Shadow of the Glen the double nature of the imagination, its 
capacity for simple deceptive fantasy, and its frequent role as a lib¬ 
erator. (This was to be the thane of The Playboy of the Western World 
too). The blind beggars, Martin and Mary Doul, are sustained in joy and 
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self-respect by the illusion of their own beauty and comeliness.^ When 
their sight is restored by a holy saint, their revealed ugliness comes 
near to destroying them. But when their sight fades once again, they 
achieve a new illusion of their dignity in old age, the women with her 
white hair, the man with his flowing beard. This shock from reality 
leads them to fly in terror from a renewed offer by the saint to heal 
them once more. 
Christy Mahon, in The Playboy of the Western World, finds himself 
in a very critical situation, of having to choose either to take his 
father's advice and marry an old woman, or to resist and reject that 
offer. He chooses the latter, striking his father and running away. 
However, the play is concerned not simply with the fantasy of Christy 
Mahon, trailing the awesome glory of "a man killed his dad," but also 
with the fantasy of the whole community who are equal makers of his 
illusion.^ The journey of Christy Mahon turns him from an immature man 
to a mature adult with full control over his physical and sexual powers. 
The ironic final lesson he learns is that bad company is worse than 
loneliness. 
Synge did have a sense of humor; his comedies are not comedies by 
courtesy title only; they are very funny, but his sense of humor is 
certainly not a gay or light-hearted one. At his funniest, he is deeply 
disturbing with a variety of melancholy elements such as loneliness, the 
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decay of beauty, violence and even death standing behind. 
The comic mainspring of The Tinker's Wedding is an ironic situation, 
the clash between two mutually uncomprehending worlds.^- There is a 
double irony in the dealings between the priest and the tinkers because 
both are ignorant of the other's style of life and way of thinking. It 
is the longing for respectability that makes Sarah Casey, the young 
tinker's wench, so ardently desire marriage. She wins Michael's consent 
to the wedding by threatening to leave him "lonesome and cold." The fear 
of being left alone makes old Mary wreck Sarah's plan. And when they do 
leave her, she cannot stand her solitude; under its compulsion she steals 
the can with which Sarah has bargained to pay the priest for wedding her 
to Michael in order to get a "good drop" of comfort. 
Riders to the Sea is an austere tragedy which draws its strength 
from the quality of resignation. The inevitability of the conflict be¬ 
tween man and the sea, and the inevitability of men's defeat give the 
play a sad and gloomy atmosphere. Old Maurya cannot do anything decisive 
to save her sons from the sea. All she can do is to wait and see while 
the sea strikes her sons one after the other, and when her last son, 
Bartley, is brought dead, she says, "there isn't anything more the sea 
can do to me. . . ." Synge once said that Riders to the Sea was inspired 
by the recognition of his own mortality which came to him at the age of 
thirty.^ The tragic awareness which is there both in Riders to the Sea 
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and Deirdre of the Sorrows is perhaps the realized intuition of a man 
who knew that his life was to be short, because in both plays the real 
tragedy is the death of the young. 
A great deal of personal emotion went into the creation of Deirdre 
of the Sorrows. The most obvious reason that Synge was so excited about 
writing it is that it was concerned with his own situation--particularly, 
his love for Molly Allgood, who was many years younger than him. The 
final scene between the lovers has all of Synge's characteristic honesty; 
he refuses to perpetuate the romantic myth and insists that no relation¬ 
ship, however intense, can stand the hardness of death.^ If Deidre comes 
at last to a mood of resignation, to the point where she can put away 
sorrow, it is, as with Maurya, through an anguished recognition of the 
power of death. 
The power of the play lies in the sharp, lovely and poetic language; 
the words of the people who have won, like Synge himself, the knowledge 
that there is no safe place on the ridge of the world. The play has 
only two themes, but they are the greatest in the world--love and death. 
The seven years of Deirdre's vision and the seven years of Synge's writing 
are a bitter coincidence. 
The symbolism of the dramatic setting, the image of the bird, and 
the musical background intensifies the development of the action of the 
play as it moves through the fear of danger to the triumph and union of 
O 
love in death. Synge's decision to have Deirdre commit suicide at the 
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side of Naisi's grave strengthens his presentation of death as a victory. 
Deirdre states her victory. "It's a pitiful thing, Conchubor, you have 
done this night in Emain; yet a thing will be a joy and a triumph to the 
ends of life and time." 
The problem of alienation expressed in Synge's drama links him with 
the principal modern European dramatists, for whom this has represented 
a virtually universal theme. Perhaps the best comparison is with Strin- 
berg, who burst the confines of Ibsenist naturalism in favor of a tech¬ 
nique which embraced prose and poetry, social and private drama, dream 
and reality.^- Other counterparts to Synge can be seen also in Chekhov 
and Lorca; in each of them there is a feel for country life, and an 
awareness of folkways. In each there is also a sense of the power of 
the past with a consequent sense of deterministic pressure upon the 
shape of the dramatic present. However, Synge's position was in an im¬ 
portant respect more complicated than that of Chekhov and Lorca, because 
he also felt (after the momentous meeting with Yeats) that he must re¬ 
ject the conventions and formulas of naturalism in order to pursue his 
own artistic goals. Synge is thus generally regarded as the supreme 
Irish dramatist, a more deliberate and austere writer than O'Casey, a 
more "rooted" writer than Yeats.^ It is Synge, after all, who brought 
the Irish drama from a national level to a worldwide level. He properly 
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deserves his reputation not only as an outstanding Irish dramatist, but 
as one of the most prominent modern dramatists. 
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